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An .Address by Norman Cousins, editor of Saturday Review,
:

at the 126th Commencement of Lawrence University, Appleton,Wisconsin
June 15, 1975, inthe Lawrence Memorial Chapel .

I

-

I
I

'

President Smith, Chairman Brown, members of the
Board of Trustees, recipients of distinguished service
awards, recipients of awards . for excellence in
' teaching, recipients of honorary degrees, distinguished graduates, parents of graduates, ladies and
gentlemen.
Whew!
.
I sympathize with Ms. Gotman.* I've got an
allergy of my own, as you can probably tell, and 1'd
I like to apologize for a rasping throat.
Not long ago, under similar circumstances, t e
person who introduced me told me not to worry, that
she would prepare the audience. And she did. She
said, "Ladies and gentlemen. Please be kind. Our
) . speaker comes to us tonight with a clogged head."
1
Under the circumstances, I think of the remark
that Somerset Maugham made when he was asked
how it felt to be 90. He said, "Well, you know, if I
had only known I was going to live th is long, I would
have taken much better care of myself."
The subject of the talk, as you've been told, is
"Are we smart enough to survive?". Let me give you
· the answer to that question forthwith: the answer is
"Yes."
There's a connection, I believe, between that
answer and some experiences I had on the trip just
completed, and so, with your permission, I'd l_ike to
report on that trip. It was a trip that included
'!
Moscow, for the ninth Dartmouth Conference to
explore outstanding issues between the two countries,
and then went on to Italy, where I saw an old friend
who has a message for you. His name is Thor
Heyerdahl, the explorer. And then it went on to
London for a convocation on the American bicentennial, and I arrived last night, courtesy of British
i Airlines, from London.
I
The trip to Moscow -was in connection with the
series of conferences held between Americans and
Soviet citizens on outstanding issues between the two
countries. The series was initiated by President ·
Eisenhower 15 years ago. President Eisenhower felt
that peace was too important to be left to the
diplomats. He felt that the diplomats had a tendency
to dig in on unimportant issues, that they tended very
quickly to raise the smallest issues to matters of
towering principle, fearful that any agreement would
be interpreted by the other side as weakness.
So he felt that it might be a good idea if citizens
who had the confidence of both countries could meet
for the purpose of identifying the possibilities of
progress with respect to their differences and then,
reportlng ·back to their countries, might be able to
help prepare the agenda for summit meetings.
There have been nine conferenc_es thus far in the
series. One of the values of the conferences, perhaps,
is that the people who attend them maintain a certain
continuity, _whereas the heads of state,_ being in a
1

more perilous occupation, tend to come and go. Also,
the issues with which both countries have to deal are
long-term issues,but the heads of state tend to be
short-term for the most part.
In any event, we met in Moscow to discuss three
issues. One was the breakdown in the negotiations on
trade between the two countries. The second was on
the Middle· East. The third was on the arms race. On
the first question, the breakdown in trade, there was
substantial agreement between both delegations that
an attempt ought to be made to get the negotiations
back on the track. y OU recall Senator Jackson
introduced an amendment to the recent bill seeking
to formalize trade relations. The Jackson amendment
ties the exodus of Jews from the Soviet Union to the
completion of the treaty. At that point, the Soviet
Union, believing .that the Congress of the United
States was attempting to legislate in internal Soviet
matters, broke off and that was the end of the trade
negotiations. It was felt, however, that even without
respect to legislation by the Congress, there was
considerable possibility of trade ·expansion. The
Soviet delegation brought up the fact that they would
like to do business with the United States but that
somehow there are people in Congress who seem to
feel that the United States is doing the Soviet Union a
' favor with respect to trade. And the Soviet delegation
pointed out that the treaty concerned mostly things
that the Soviet Union would buy. They pointed out,
too, that as a result of the act of Congress, West
'. Germany has now become the main trading partner
of the Soviet Union, receiving orders for more than
$2 billion in merchandise which might have gone to
the Unit_ed States, in large part. They also pointed out
that Japan has become the second largest trading
partner and that four other nations are ahead of the
United States. So they said, "We'd like to trade with
. you, but we don't want you to think you're doing us
any favors."
The second question concerned the Mid die East.
The Soviet delegation seemed puzzled and troubl ed
by the fact that Secretary Kissinger, having urged the
Soviet Union to play a mediating role with the Arabs,
was now keeping the Soviet Union out of step-by-step
negotiations. They couldn't understand this inconsistency - on the one hand being urged to play. a
major role, on the other hand being kept out. In any
event, the American delegation pointed out that the
main issue, of course, was keeping the Middle East
from blowing up and that the main issue had to do
with the responsibility of both countries to use their
full weight.
One of the points the American delegation made
was that there is every indication that the Arab
nations would introduce a resolution in the General
Assembly th is fall for the purpose of ousting Israel
from membership in the United Nations. The

American delegation felt that this would not be
consistent with the need for peace in the Middle East
and urged the Soviet delegation to exercise its full
influence .with the Arab delegation tQ prevent that
particular contingency from occurring.
Another thing we urged both countries to do was
· to draw up a list of essentials of peace and to present
them, both to the Arab countries and to Israel. We
1
found the Soviet delegates rather puzzled about the
American attitude on · the Middle East, but they
recognized the need to keep the situation from
getting out of control. There wa_s nothing much that
!
could be done except to ask them to approve a
resolution, which they did, ', which both countries
would sign representing the essentials of peace. So, I
think it was pretty much of a draw - not too
consequential.
It was on the third issue, however, the arms race,
, that we had some interesting discussions that caused
the conference to come to life. I listened to the
experts on arms on both sides as they made their .
presentations, and I had the feeling that I was living
in a strange world, more precisely, a Strangeloveian
world, in
which terms
like graduated deterrent,
retained options, credibility vs. vulnerability, firstand second-strike capability, megatonnage, throwweight - in which terms like these were actually
. conceding the fact that what we were discussing was
the possible end of a large part of the human race.
As we listened to the discussion, I realized, too,
that we were in a world of demented fantasy. Both
countries 10 years ago passed the point where they
could annihilate one another. Since that tir:ne, we've
, been engaged, both countries, in what each considered to be essential refinements. But these refinements had nothing to do with the essential issue,
which is that it is impossible for the .United States
and the Soviet Union to go to war against one
another without also going to war against the human
race.
In a sense we're in a situation that a policeman
would be in if he were chasing a murderer and the
murderer lost himself in the crowd and the policeman
fired into the crowd in an attempt to get at the
murderer. The United States and the Soviet Union
would have to fire into the body of humanity if they
went to war against one another.
It will be impossible for the United States and the
Soviet Union to have an exchange, let's say, on the
order of 7,500 megatons of nuclear force. Bear in .
mind that we're talking now about the existence of
about 100,000 megatons of force. But even if there
were only about 7,500 megatons, the amount of
radioactivity and the firestorms created by this
exchange would have a devastating effect on the
entire human race. This factor has not received any
consideration, it seems to me, in the discussions that

have been held at SALT, or even in the Dartmouth
conferences. And so, we've entered into a period of
authorized madness. The arms race has nothing to do
with security. We've long since passed . the point of
annihilation. Therefore, we're now in a stage in
which, for psychological reasons, we're trying to
convince the Soviet Union . and they're trying ·to
impress us of things that don't · impr,ess the human
· race. We seem to forget that there can be no security
without sanity, and that there's no sanity in a
situation in which the arms race, if it comes to a
head, would be like a man firing off a double-barreled
shotgun, one .barrel of which is pointed at the enemy, .
the other barrel of which is bent back and pointed at
his own heart.
And yet the arms race goes on.
We apparently see very little connection between
the fact _that we've spent 300 billions of dollars for
military hardware and military personnel that have
not added to security, between that fact and the fact
of inflation and the worsening economy. We seem to
see very little connection between the fact that the
world th is year will spend about 280 billions of
dollars for arms at a time when we're confronted with
the grim prospect of world starvation, when the gap
between the rich and the poor is widening all the
time.
There we sat, at the meeting in Moscow, listening
to the experts discuss what havoc both could wreak
on the other, and at the same time discuss detente,
without recognizing that detente is meaningless until
1
both countries get over the present madness and
think in terms of what they can do together that
would help to make a better world, rather than what
they can do apart which can help to destroy it.
But we live in a time, unfortunately, when nations
no longer regard their prime obligation as the need to
dispense and be the fountainhead of morality. There
seems to be something clearly inconsistent with
national governments and morality. 1 would say that
if there is one task that young people have to set for
themselves for the rest of their lives, a task they have
to share with the rest of us: that task is not only to
make it possible, but obligatory, for governments to
become the source of morality rather than the
devastat_o r of morality.
As it concerns national security -c- this holds for all
the major nations - morality goes out the window. It
1
was in the name of morality that we started the CIA
, abroad, because we wanted to imitate the Russians.
We said that if the Russians are doing it, we've got to
do it, too.
I had thought that what we were trying to do was
to convince the world that we had a better system
than the Russians and that our job in life was not just
to prove that we could do their job better than they
could.

i

And then you have the strange double standard,
which is that the only problem is not what we do to
others, but whether the CIA is doing it to Americans.
The CIA investigation by the Rockefeller Commission
was concerned primarily with the question: Is the
CIA spying on Americans? Is the CIA violating the
rights of Americans?
Well, what is so special about Americans that does
not also apply to the rest of the human race? Why
shouldn't we be just as much concerned about the
rights of other people as we are about our own? Why
1
is it all right for the CIA to carry out -- if it is true assassination efforts, sabotage, and subversion of
other governments, to deprive other peoples of the
right of self-determination, spy, bug, just so long as
we don't do it back home?
The imitation of the worst of the Soviet Union
does not seem to me to conform with the idea of
morality in American history as 1 understood it.
Just two days ago, in Banbury, of nursery rhyme
fame, not far from London, I attended a meeting on
the American bicentennial, where the topic assigned
to me was: What would the American founding
fathers do in the present situation?
It was an interesting assignment and it was a lot of
fun thinking about it, but I had had, at least, the
experience in Moscow to stimulate my thoughts. As a
matter of fact in Moscow, I listened to the experts
talk about the fact that one bomb now exists that
contains more destructive power than all the bombs
put together dropped in World War 11; listened to the
experts discuss and talk about the submarine that can
fire off these steel birds containing thermonuclear
.weapons · so that every city in the world is within
range, where one of those bombs could destroy any
single city; listened to them talk about the MI RVs
and the MARVs, these space vehicles which can carry
six or seven thermonuclear bombs and drop them,
like calling cards, in different parts of the world,
being controlled at a great distance. ,
Listening to aJI this and recognizing the fact that
we have all gone beserk, I .w ondered what men like
Madison and Hamilton and Jefferson and Washington
and Jay and Franklin would have thought and what
they might have said. All the more so, since what
they attempted to do, from 1787 to 1789 in
Philadelphia, was not just to create a government for
Americans . alone but to construct, as they said, a
society based on certain political and moral principles
that might have meaning for peoples everywhere.
So I had a great deal to th ink about in connection
with that meeting in Banbury. One of the things that
' occurred to me was that we are all celebrating the
wrong event, because th is country is not 200 years
old next year. America will not celebrate its 200th
birthday until 1989. What everyone seems to forget is
that there was a breakdown
after the War for
-

. Independence, a breakdown in the years from 1783
to 1787, and that it was precisely this breakdown
that led men like Washington, Hamilton, Madison and
Jay to build upon those principles of political
organization and world order that might make it
possible for the American colonies, in their freedom,
to have a form of organization which would enable
them to be sustained.
i
There is a tendency to believe that the United
I States was formed as a result of the War for
! Independence· and that there was an organic conI nection between 1776 and the Philadelphia Consti1 tutional Convention. What is forgotten is that after
the American states achieved their independence,
they created an organization under the Articles of
Confederation. The Articles of Confederation did not
work because there's a right way to go about
organizing states and a wrong way to go about
organizi11g states. Each state retained total national
sovereignty in 1783. The result was that New York
and New Jersey were shooting it out in the harbor
' because each state wanted to tax the incoming ships.
The result was that Massachusetts and Connecticut
almost went to war over the question of which state
had the right to acquire the western territory of
Wyoming. The result was that New Jersey and
Pennsylvania were shooting it out on the border. The
result was that currency would sh rink 10 per cent
when it crossed a state line.
I
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It was precisely the anarchy among the American
states after the War for Independence, precisely
because of that anarchy, that it became necessary to
go to Philadelphia to have a Constitutional Convention. And George Washington was the first to go
and he sat there waiting, knowing that the states
would resist sending their representatives. Because he
put the full prestige of his name and being to the
cause of a more perfect union, one by one the
delegates_began to show up, and, after a while, the
conversation began. And, as that conversation began,
there was an examination into all of history to find
out how states could be created.
Generally states are not created. States generally
topsy into being. States take place after the failures
of old ones, or as a result of coup d'etats. States were
very rarely created in history,· and this was the great
contribution of the American Constitution makers.
They built on historical principles.
So we ask ourselves what would the American
founding fathers do in the present situation. It seems
to me that the first thing that they would do is to
recognize that all countries have a primary responsibility to the human race and not. just to their own
sovereignty and that the human interest is more
important than the national interest; that certainly,
for the United States, the national interest exists to
serve the human interest. This is what the United
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_States is all about. I think they would remind us of
these things.
I think they would remind us, too, that there is no
security in a situation in which, if there is a war, the
entire fabric of civilization would be torn from top to
bottom .. I think they would remind us that, in the
present situation of wor:ld anarchy, the only answer
to the present insecurity is a workable system of
world order.
1 think they would say to us that, if you want to
, talk about disarmament, you've got to create the
situation which will enable states to disarm. I think
they would say to us that we create a true situation
of security only as we come before the world with
those ideas which, if accepted, would lead to a
workable form of world organization.
I th ink they would say to us that the United
Nations in its present form does not permit the
enactment of effective world law, but I don't th ink
they would say to us that we should scuttle the
United Nations. Quite the contrary, I think they'd
' say to us: Let us finish the job begun at San
Francisco. Let us try to make of the United Nations
an organization based on law, based on justice, based
on the human interest. There are nations which will
oppose. There are nations which will see the formation of the United Nations with th is capability as
running counter to their own ideological aims.
That would make it all the more . important, I
think they would say, for us to go before the world
with those ideas which would appeal to peoples
rather than governments. I think they would tell us
that nothing is .more significant or characteristic of
the present world than the fact that no ideas can be
kept a secret and that there is nothing stronger than
the carrying power of a great idea addressed to the
human interest. And so, I think the American
founding fathers would do exactly what they did in
1
1789. I think they would remind us that the meaning
of 1787 to 1789 was that they were attempting to
1
put ideas to work. They were attempting to use
human intelligence in the cause of human survival.
I mentioned that, on the way to England, I
stopped at a little village in Italy to meet with a man
for whom I have very high regard. He is an explorer
by the name of Thor Heyerdahl. You have probably
read his books, "Kon-Tiki" or "The Ra." He was
saying that, on his journey across the Atlantic, what
concerned him deeply was that there was not a day,
there was not an hour when he did not see large.
clumps of tar, large oil clumps in the ocean. It was so
bad, he said, that you could not even brush your
teeth in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.
1

1

Then he spoke about the fact that, when you drew
in nets which were sent out to catch fish or to catch
plankton, the lines were clotted bec;iuse of the
clumps _9f tar and oil Then he said the people of the

world have the impression that the oceans are
infinite, that the resources are infinite, that you have
this vast expanse of sea. He said the fact of the matter
is that if you were to take a globe five feet in
diameter and then paint a very thin veneer over that
globe, you would approximate · the thickness of the
ocean in relationship to the earth. And then he said if
you were to try to mark out those areas of the ocean
which could support fish life, you would find that
these lines, too, were very narrow and would be
confined pretty much to the shore. Suddenly you
would realize that, when you talked about the ocean,
you
're dealing with a very finite quantity and
1
something very fragile, indeed. And it's this fragile
ocean on which life depends that is now being
poisoned.
When I told him I was coming here, he
said: Please give them this challenge: This world and
everything in it belongs to the people who inhabit it.
But the older people in the world are not willing to
work for that world anymore. Those in governments
have fallen into the grip of a certain insanity which
leads them to think more in terms of destruction than
in terms of those things that create life. He said: If
you speak to young people, try to give them that
sense that this world belongs to them. If they want it,
they've got to save it, and they've got to give it real
time.
Now I answer my question: Are we smart enough
to survive? It seems to me that there are only two
parties in the world, and these parties have no basic
difference as to the facts. When I say there are two
parties in the world, I'm not . thinking of the
1
communists and the democrats because we tend to
agree on the same problems with respect to the
existence of potential famine and the exhaustion of
resources. We tend to agree, by and large, on the
essential problems:
i
The two parties in the world today are first, those
1
who look at these problems and say, no, there is
nothing we can do, and thus become paralyzed, and
those who say the problem is difficult but we've got a
chance and no one knows enough to be a pessimist.
I would ask you to join that second party, because
no one does know enough to be a pessimist. The
uniqueness of the human race is represented by its
ability to do that which it has never done before. The
uniqueness of human life is that it has done, and can
do, the impossible. The crisis is represented not by
the problem; the crisis is represented by what goes on
in our minds, by what we think is possible.
. We went to the moon not because of our
technology. We went to the moon· because of our
imagination. We had to imagine that this would be
worth doing. When we went to the moon, the most
important thing that happened was not that we set
foot on the moon, but that we set eye on the earth.

'

.

We were able for the first time to see th is beautiful,
wet, blue ball, in all its fragility and in all its majesty
and to reflect that the principal energies of the
dominant species on th is planet were being turned. to
purposes of desolation and destruction.
So, from that vantage point in space, develop
perspective about life, if we can; recognize the rarity
as well as the beauty of life in the universe. This is the
only planet in the solar system on which life exists,
the only planet in which we have the billions upon
billions of factors in precise and exquisite combination that makes precious and sacred life possible.
To · the extent that we say "yes." to life, to the
extent that we believe in it, to the extent that we
have confidence in human wisdom and and are willing
to apply ourselves to the challenges of life, I think
we've got a very good chance, a splendid chance
indeed, to answer that question: Are we smart
enough to survive? Yes, we are.
Thank you.

a

*Sonia K. Gotman, assistant professor Slavic
languages and literature, had just been presented the
first Young Teacher Award by President Thomas S.
Smith. On the day before the ceremony, she had
asked to be excused because of a cold. Her request
was refused.
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